“God Made A Choice”

Acts 15:1-35

June 14, 2009

Read Acts 15:1-35

We capped off Paul and Barnabas’ first missionary journey. They returned home to Antioch, passing through many of the same cities where they had preached and begun establishing churches. They reported back to the congregation in Antioch. 


After a while some teachers arrived in Antioch who said that believers must be circumcised in order to be saved. Luke reports, “After Paul and Barnabas had no small dissension and debate with them, Paul and Barnabas and some of the others were appointed to go up to Jerusalem to discuss this question with the apostles and elders.”

Acts 15 describes “The Council of Jerusalem.” This is one of the most important events in the New Testament. To put it simply, anyone here not of direct Jewish descent likely would not be a follower of Jesus if this council went differently. 

This Council of Jerusalem is important for us today. We look back on it as if it were simply a matter of history or a story with characters. The reality is that these were real people, with real problems, who did not know how things were going to turn out. They had to walk by faith and act in faith. But what can we learn today that will help us going forward.

The Spirit of God was at work then, remains at work now, and will continue to work until the fulfillment of the kingdom.

The conflict was a big one. In short, the argument was being raised that Gentile believers needed to be circumcised and proselytized before they could be Christians. In other words, Jewish believers were demanding that the Gentile believers first go through the hoops to become Jews before they were eligible to be saved as Christians. This was very different than the message Paul and Barnabas had been proclaiming on their journey into Asia Minor; if accurate, they would have to go back and undo and redo everything they had just done. Bearing the scars of stones, this would not have been an appealing prospect for Paul.  

What do you think “no small dissension and debate” looked like? I suspect it was like going to church and having a hockey game break out.

This could easily have been the end of the church. 

Look at the players.

We have met Paul and Barnabas. Paul was Saul, a firebrand persecutor of the church whom God convicted. Remember also that Paul had been a Pharisee when he was persecuting the church. Paul’s conversion changed his theology, not his personality; thus, by this point, Paul was a firebrand for Christ. Barnabas was the envoy sent from Jerusalem to Antioch to investigate the growing participation of Hellenist believers. He was described as “a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith.” Both were well respected in the Antioch church. 

Then, there were the Pharisees.  “Christian Pharisees” is not an oxymoron, it is not a contradiction in terms. The Pharisees believed in the resurrection, they just understood it within the context of fulfilling the Old Testament. They did not believe that any of the more than 600 regulations found in the oral history of Israel had passed away; thus, they were the ones who were insisting new believers must strictly follow all of the law – as they understood it. They were the ones who were pushing the issue in Antioch; they were the ones with whom Paul and Barnabas had “no small dissension and debate.”

Then, there is the church in Jerusalem to which they appeal for resolution. It was filled with Jewish believers, Jewish custom, the Temple. It also is where the “apostles and elders” were located.

The apostles were generally understood to be “the twelve” – or, eleven when Judas betrayed and left them. James the apostle, the brother of John, was killed by Herod in Acts 12. The James described here is the brother of Jesus. He is one of the “elders.” Historically, he is recognized as the greatest among equals of the elders of the church in Jerusalem. When the apostles went out from Jerusalem to be Christ’s witnesses to the ends of the earth, James was the person who held down the fort. 

What a mix of people – what a confluence of backgrounds, aspirations, political maneuvering, and passion. This was a lit fuse on a powder keg. There is every reason to see this break down. There is every reason to see that this Council would decide something that would split the church, or just simply so anger and frustrate one faction that they would say, “Forget it. We’re done with you. Let’s get out of here.” Think about it: Paul had already been thrown out of Pisidian Antioch, what’s the big deal about Jerusalem?

You can almost hear the whispers aside from the main argument. “They do not look like us. They do not act like us. They do not dress like us. The music they play, oy! If they want to be Christian, they need to be more like us.”

And yet. 

And yet when everything looks grim inside the church, when there is every reason to believe that the end of the church is near, God shows up and moves things in a way no one saw ahead of time. The resolution of this Council was not on any of the plans proposed by the parties prior to the Council. They could not have known it, but the Holy Spirit working in the midst of this Council has had a lasting impact on all of human history. 

Look at us.

Almost two thousand years of history have passed since then. Countless controversies, countless arguments, countless times when one group said to another, “You need to be like us before you can really be Christian.” And yet the church persists, by the grace of God.

We come from a lot of different places. We come from a lot of different backgrounds. We have different languages, different traditions, different songs, and different expectations. We gather together for meals, for meetings, and for worship – and we are stretched. We are stretched on that point of pride – you need to be like me before you can be Christian – and we struggle to live into the blessing of diversity. We are working on it, but it remains a struggle. 

There is grace in the struggle. How God moved at the Jerusalem Council is an example of hope for us today. And the struggles we have today will be an example of hope for those who follow us in the tomorrows to come – the tomorrow until Christ comes.

Let me give you a quick example: we have some charter members of this congregation still worshiping here. Most of you are not. More than fifty years ago, people in this congregation sacrificed, worked and labored so that we would have this sanctuary today. They did not always get along. They did not always agree. They did not always like each other. But God moved in the midst of this congregation so that the people here understood they were part of something larger than themselves. They understood that they were part of what God was doing in Chula Vista. They were blessed to be a part of seeing God working to transform lives.

Their giving – time, talents, and treasure – was not for services rendered. It was for the blessing of participating in what God was doing. It was an act of worship, praising God in faith for what God has promised to do. We are the fruit of their giving. 

Likewise, look at the faith we are called to pass along to the next generation. We likely will not see the results of how God is going to bless our time spent in service. It makes us feel good to serve; but God will use that service in ways we cannot imagine. We likely will not know how God will use the talents to bear witness to our children. The children we received into membership have seen your faith in action and will tell stories about their Sunday School teacher, other adults that they saw being faithful when they were kids, or things that made an impression upon them.  We cannot control how God will use the treasures we give to make possible faith for someone we do not know.  What we do know is that God is at work in his church.

In all these things, it is important to have faith that God is at work in our midst. On paper, this rag-tag group that gathered in Jerusalem should have exploded and killed the church right there. Instead, God moved. 

God is consistent.

The amazing thing about the compromise James’ proposed is: it was no compromise at all. He simply repeated and reapplied what God had previously commanded. 

James’ fashions this solution carefully. On the one hand, he affirmed what God has done in raising up the Gentiles to faith. On the other hand, he affirmed how God had led Jewish believers to a mature life of faith. Both needed to be respected. 

This is what God had said all along. 

The Old Testament lays down similar rules for the resident alien dwelling in Israel and for much the same purpose [as James’ resolution]; to assure the purity of the Jewish community and to allow for social interaction between the Jews and non-Jews in their midst. In fact, all four of the “apostolic decrees” are found in Leviticus 17 and 18 as requirements expected of resident aliens: abstinence from pagan sacrifices (17:8), blood (17:10-14), strangled meat (17:13), and illicit sexual relationships (18:6-23). 

(John B. Polhill, Acts, The New American Commentary, p. 332).

In other words, James is repeating the Holiness Code instructions for how Jewish believers were to relate with Gentiles, and how Gentiles were to relate to Jews. The unanimous approval that follows is like a collective “aha” moment. How often do we have to re-learn things we already knew? We think we are growing, we think we have moved beyond something, and then we have to see what we already know about God applied to a new situation. 

Friends, this is why studying Scripture is so important. In Hebrews, the writer tells us that Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever. (13:8). God is consistent. He has revealed more and more about himself in Jesus Christ, but our growing understanding of who is God reflects a change in us, not a change in God. 

God meets us where we are – each one of us, individually. The call to life in Christ, the call to obedience to his commands, the call to maturity in the ways of righteousness are consistent for all of us; however, it is likely to look different to us because we see how people are having to deal with different things. My growth is going to look different than your growth. Your walk of faith is a blessing to me because it is different than mine. 

Yet, even with all of our different walks of faith, God is one. God is unchanged. God is consistent. There is danger when we forget this; when we put our trust in something or someone who is inconsistent with who God has revealed himself to be in Scripture. The Holy Spirit does not give inspiration that contradicts Scripture. 

So, God is at work and we can trust God to be consistent.
God has created this people and has commanded them to love one another. The resolution of the Council of Jerusalem was the realization that God was creating for himself the new “Israel” – the Israel of Jeremiah 33, in which God has written his covenant on the people’s heart. 

The people themselves had to work things out. The Council wisely sent people with Paul and Barnabas back to Antioch to strengthen the bonds of fellowship among the believers. 


It is so important that believers take on this identity and responsibility to love one another. Jesus commanded it; it was not simply a suggested strategy for church growth. In a world inclined to rebel against God’s sovereignty, it is up to the people to take the steps to love one another. 

This is a call to us. We are not the only Christian congregation in Chula Vista. In fact, we are not the only Christian congregation on Hilltop Drive. We are not an isolated island of holiness in a sea of depravity. We have brothers and sisters in Christ near to us and we are called to support them and pray for them. 

Why is this so hard? Why is it so easy to be critical of other congregations – that do not worship with the same traditions, do not act like we do, use different music? I occasionally get postcard advertisements in the door for new congregations that are meeting in a movie theater, or a high school, or some other venue. It is remarkable how often these advertisements include a jab at existing congregations – talking about how they have “real” fellowship. And, in my heart, I think, “Yeah, sure, anyone can grow a church if you pander to what people want to hear instead of giving them the gospel.” 

We are both wrong. 

There is no one size or shape for a faithful congregation. Some congregations are going to be driven by a personality or charismatic leader; such is the case in many new congregations. Other congregations are going to be less focused on the personality of the pastor and instead have developed a mature and active lay ministry. For example, this congregation has a history and a maturity that has grown over time. I pastor here with a “hit by the bus” theology; if I were hit by a bus, I would expect all of you to grieve for a couple of days, but then the ministry and mission would continue. Marc Pena can not pastor in the same way. In an infant congregation like Trinity, if the leader is removed, the congregation will not survive. CVPC and Trinity are different shapes and sizes – neither is “better,” they are simply different.

Likewise is our relationship with other faithful congregations here in Chula Vista. We are part of the same team. For example, loving one another means that we pray for St. Mark’s Lutheran just up the road. We do not need to sit in judgment because their worship is a little different, their traditions and music are a little different, their demographic is a little different than ours. The witness of that congregation is that they proclaim Christ and him crucified. We need not shun one another because we are different. 

Loving one another means that we thank God and encourage the ministries of Hilltop Baptist Church, First Methodist and the Congregational Church. It means we celebrate the ministry of Eastlake Community, of Bonita Valley Community, and many other congregations where the word is rightly preached, sacraments are administered, and discipline is effected. We are called to love one another – which is different than harping on how our differences make us better. If there really is a problem or if we really do have a grievance, it is not acceptable that we gossip or gripe (and I am pointing the finger squarely at myself here), but we go and seek to work things out for the glory of Christ. 

We are called to love one another.

Conclusion

On paper, the Jerusalem Council should have exploded. The controversy was too deep, to foundational. The personalities were too volatile and passionate. The venue was too slanted one way. And yet, we see:

God showed up. He was at work then and is at work now.

God is consistent. We need to learn things over and over, but Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever.

And God has consistently commanded us to love one another. On this earth, we may never have eyes to see what God will do with our obedience to that command; but we can trust that he will use it for His glory.


Ultimately, isn’t that what we desire? The chief end of the Jerusalem Council  -- and of humankind – is to glorify God and enjoy Him forever. 

Amen.
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